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I. Introduction  

A. Overview 

The policies and procedures outlined below are a guide for professionals handling cases 

of suspected minor victims of human trafficking (HT) and commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) 

to be applied by counties in Pennsylvania. Human trafficking is a brutal and dehumanizing crime 

and, because of its nature, is often unreported. The following reflects a collaborative effort and 

expertise of individuals representing victim services, law enforcement, prosecutors, the county 

child advocacy center (CAC), social workers, prosecutors, government agencies, community 

non-profits and survivors from Montgomery County, PA. We have worked to identify, study, 

and agree upon the most effective and efficient ways to address trafficking of minors. It is 

expected that every case will likely be handled slightly differently depending on the facts of each 

case, and the services may be applied in a fluid fashion to best fit each particular case. Therefore, 

the responses are developed to be complementary and build off each other in a way that best 

supports the minor victimôs unique strengths and needs, while also employing the best use of 

resources. We are also aware that these policies and procedures may be modified as more minor 

victims are recovered and lessons are learned from the victims.  

The Guiding Principles to Address the Needs of Victims of Human Trafficking in 

Pennsylvania (see Appendix A), developed by the Pennsylvania Interbranch Commission for 

Gender, Racial and Ethnic Fairness, was adopted by the team of professionals who developed the 

Pennsylvania Model Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for Minors. The Commissionôs guiding 

principles served as a strong foundation for the Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for Minors 

to be built upon. In agreement with these guiding principles, it is required that all professionals 

involved in the multidisciplinary response will engage with the minor victim in a manner which 

is person-centered and trauma-informed. All policies should be followed in a way which elevates 

and respects the voice and input of the identified minor victim. The minor will be treated as a 

victim and not as a criminal, with the acknowledgement that charging a victim with offenses 

related to their trafficking can be traumatic and possibly dissuade an individual from seeking 

further support. All team members will accurately represent the minorôs input at 

multidisciplinary team meetings and operate in a manner which is empowering to the minor. The 

multidisciplinary team will function collaboratively with many different stakeholders in order to 

best support the victim, and team members understand that each minor will receive unique, 

specialized services. 

The specific protocol developed and implemented by the multidisciplinary team in 

Montgomery County, PA can be obtained by contacting Mission Kids Child Advocacy Center 

[484-687-2990]. The Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Protocol for Minors 

provides an example of one of the several different ways the outline below can be adapted based 

on a communityôs unique strengths and needs. Each community will need to develop their 

response based upon the available resources in that community. Montgomery County has a well-

developed and nationally accredited CAC; therefore, the CAC was chosen as the Coordinating 

Agency and provides the primary victim advocacy services to suspected minor victims of 

trafficking. Although use of a CAC is highly recommended in responding to HT victims, this 

approach may not be possible in your community. 



 

2 

 

The Best Practices for Providing Services to Victims of Sex Trafficking (see Appendix C) 

was developed by the Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Team (STRT). This 

document was designed to enhance The Sex Trafficking Response Protocols for both minors and 

adults, as it includes more detailed information on how to provide services in a trauma-informed 

and victim-centered manner. Professionals should refer to this document for a comprehensive 

explanation of how to work alongside victims to help meet their basic needs (e.g. food, clothing, 

housing, safety planning, language services, communication and personal technology, 

transportation, comfort items, personal care and hygiene items). The guide also provides 

information on how to best support victims in gaining access to various services (e.g. mental 

health, substance abuse treatment, legal, case management and service planning, medical sexual 

healthcare, immigration relief).   

All responding personnel from responding agencies should receive training in the causes 

and dynamics of human trafficked and exploited youth, the best ways to identify and respond to 

suspected sexually exploited youth, and their specific roles in these challenging cases.  

B. Statement of Purpose 

The District Attorney of the County (DA), the County Office of Children and Youth 

(OCY), Police Chiefs, County Juvenile Probation, (if available) the Child Advocacy Center 

(CAC), County Sexual Assault Agency, County Domestic Violence Agency, and other 

applicable victim service agencies agree to work as a multidisciplinary sex trafficking response 

team (STRT) to combat and respond to allegations of commercial sexual exploitation of children 

(CSEC) in our county. Our goal is to protect the best interests of children who are victims of 

CSEC and help them to leave the life of human trafficking.  We will work together to provide the 

highest quality of investigation which will protect the child, return them to a life free of abuse, 

and provide the evidence necessary to successfully prosecute offenders. Our goals, consistent 

with the requirements of all applicable Pennsylvania Laws, include: identifying and protecting 

children who have been the victims of CSEC, providing the services each child needs, and 

creating the best environment for the optimal investigation and prosecution of offenders.  

 

Each case will require a coordinated multidisciplinary team approach to bring together 

the professional disciplines involved in intervention and investigation.  This multidisciplinary 

sex trafficking response team shall draw on the contribution of each discipline to ensure a team 

response with effective information sharing. The primary team members shall include: law 

enforcement, prosecutors, social services through the county OCY, the Office of Juvenile 

Probation, (if available) the CAC, the county sexual assault agency, the county domestic 

violence agency, and other applicable county victim service agencies. Other disciplines will be 

added as required for each case and described in more detail in the protocols. These members 

shall consult with other disciplines as needed to provide for: specialized medical evaluations, 

therapeutic intervention, victim support/advocacy, appropriate shelter, legal services, schooling 

and employment. It is essential that each STRT member completes a human trafficking and a 

trauma-informed care training which is specific to their profession in order to better understand 

the complexities and dynamics of human trafficking. Through the collaborative intervention of 

each discipline and effective information sharing it is the goal of the team to ensure that the 

needs of every child victim are met. 
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The guidelines below are intended to establish consistent practices and relationships 

between investigating agencies including: law enforcement, child welfare/social services, 

prosecution, juvenile probation, and the coordinating agency in their response to allegations of 

CSEC. These guidelines serve to clarify the role of each discipline, coordinate the activities of 

each agency, reduce duplication of effort, and provide for the use of a single non-threatening site.  

When it is not possible to utilize this site, appropriate referrals will be made. These efforts are all 

designed to minimize trauma and provide support to a child as they participate in a CSEC 

investigation and recovery efforts. However, given the specific population that is being served by 

these protocols, it is understood that each case will be unique. Therefore, the protocols are meant 

to be adapted to fit the unique victim and case involved.  

C. A Victim -Centered, Trauma-Informed Approach 

The Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Team (STRT) created this protocol 

with the shared understanding that the response to sex trafficking must be both victim-centered 

and trauma-informed. When a person experiences trauma it can impact every aspect of their 

functioning, including physical, mental, behavioral and social interactions. A trauma-informed 

response is crucial when talking and engaging with victims. Organizations and agencies should 

understand that trauma is widespread and can present in several different ways. When 

encountering trafficking victims, responders should fully integrate their knowledge of trauma 

and the impact that trauma has on the way a victim may respond to a perceived authority figure.  

The first interaction that a victim has with any type of system is crucial. Engaging a 

trafficking victim starts with meeting their basic needs, such as food, shelter, clothing and safety. 

It is understood that these victims have experienced complex trauma, and therefore, their basic 

needs have often gone unmet. Showing the victim that their basic needs are a priority is critical 

in building rapport and trust. Engaging a victim in this manner may help in relieving or 

diminishing any feelings of shame or self-blame and can assist them in regaining a sense of 

control in their lives after experiencing multiple traumatic experiences over an extended period 

of time.  

The STRT believes that victims should be empowered to use their own voice and make 

their own choices. Team members recognize that success will look different for each victim, and 

that success should be defined by the victim and not the STRT. The STRT is committed to 

actively recognizing and addressing any biases or discrimination, whether personal or 

organizational, to provide a response which is truly trauma-informed. Providing a response that 

is trauma-informed also requires that team members provide services that meet a victimôs unique 

needs1. The following factors should be considered by all multidisciplinary team members in 

service delivery: 

Ǐ Race 

Ǐ Ethnicity 

                                                           
1 Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Rep. SAMHSAôS Concept of Trauma and Guidance 

for a Trauma-Informed Approach. HHS Publication No. (SMA) 14-4884. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014. 
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Ǐ Culture 

Ǐ Gender Identity 

Ǐ Sexual Orientation 

Ǐ Age 

Ǐ Prior Experience with the justice system and/or authorities 

Ǐ Ability to speak and understand the English language 

The STRT commits to creating policies and providing services in a manner that is 

responsive to the needs of individuals served, thereby fostering an environment where victims 

are more likely to feel safe, empowered and heard. All team members are required to complete 

training in trauma and trauma-informed care. 

i. Working with Victims from Marginalized Communities  

The STRT recognizes that gaps in services continue to exist for victims and survivors 

from underserved and marginalized communities. Historically marginalized communities may 

include: persons with disabilities; older adults; persons of color; individuals with Limited 

English Proficiency (LEP); foreign nationals; formerly incarcerated individuals and LGBTQIA+ 

individuals.2 Victims and survivors who identify as part of a marginalized community often face 

barriers and challenges in accessing necessary services and supports, and may encounter ñracial 

bias, homophobia and discrimination which influence help-seeking behaviors.ò3 Victims and 

survivors of sex trafficking who identify as belonging to one of the aforementioned groups may 

be reluctant to seek help from systems which have contributed to the discrimination they have 

experienced.4 

The STRT will work to reach underserved victims in the community and to provide a 

culturally competent response for suspected of victims of trafficking. Team members should 

only connect victims with community resources that the victim trusts, understanding that a 

victim may be reluctant to seek support outside of their cultural community. Team members 

should work collaboratively with culturally-specific organizations, where appropriate, in order to 

best meet a victimôs unique needs.  

If a victim identifies as part of the LEP or deaf community, partners should first empower 

the victim to express how they feel most comfortable communicating, whether that is using in-

person or telephone interpretation services. It is important that STRT members have access to 

interpretation services 24 hours a day, and that only a trained interpreter should be relied upon 

                                                           
2 The Office for Victims of Crime. ñReaching Underserved Victims,ò 2017. 

https://ovc.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh226/files/pubs/reporttonation2017/reaching-underserved-victim-

groups.html.  
3 Georgia Domestic Violence Fatality Review Project, and The Georgia Commission on Family Violence. ñImprove 

Access to Culturally Relevant Services for Victims from Marginalized Communities.ò Georgia Domestic 

Violence Fatality Review Project. Accessed February 22, 2021. http://georgiafatalityreview.com/key-

goals/improve-access-to-culturally-relevant-services-for-victims-from-marginalized-communities/.  
4 Ibid. 
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for interpretation services (See Appendix C, ñLanguage Services Best Practicesò). Members of 

the STRT should continue to receive ongoing training on how to address needs and provide 

services to members of marginalized communities. 

D. Mandated Reporting 

 At the outset of this document, it must be stated that any Mandated Reporter who 

suspects human trafficking of a minor in PA is required to make a ChildLine report of their 

suspicions.  First-hand knowledge from the child is not necessary in order to make a report to 

ChildLine. The ChildLine report will initiate an investigative response by the Sex Trafficking 

Response Team. See Section II(A)(i), Signs of Exploitation or Appendix B for a list of warning 

signs that may indicate a child is being trafficked. 

E. Designated Agency to Coordinate STRT Response 

 In order to best utilize the specialized STRT, every county must decide upon the best 

agency for their community, based upon expertise in the area of trafficking of minors, available 

resources, and ability to collaborate with diverse partners, to be designated as the Coordinating 

Agency for all team members of the STRT. If feasible, given the strong multidisciplinary 

collaborations already in place and experience in cases of child sexual abuse, if there is a CAC in 

your county, they may be the best entity to act as the Coordinating Agency. If the CAC resources 

do not allow for them to act as Coordinating Agency, or there is no CAC, whichever agency 

coordinates the multidisciplinary investigative team response to child abuse in your county, other 

non-profit with expertise in child sexual abuse, or other county agency, may be designated as the 

Coordinating Agency. See The Montgomery County Sex Trafficking Response Protocol for 

Minors, as an example of using the CAC as the Coordinating Agency.  

F. Data Collection 

Data tracking is an integral element needed in the effort to combat sex trafficking.  Data 

tracking helps to broaden partnersô understanding of the issue of sex trafficking and how it 

impacts the local community. It also allows for causes and trends to be more thoroughly 

examined. Data should be used to guide and inform the development and implementation of a 

strategic response to sex trafficking. Data collection should adhere to confidentiality guidelines 

as outlined in Pennsylvaniaôs Act 105 (See Appendix D, ñAct 105: Pennsylvaniaôs First 

Comprehensive Anti-Trafficking Legislationò) and The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) 

by reporting aggregate numbers but no identifying information. Agencies can track data using 

their own tracking systems, and data can be shared and reviewed on a quarterly basis by the 

STRT. 

 

II.  Law Enforcement Response 

A. Initial ReportðChildLine Referrals & Suspicions that Arise in Other Police 

Contacts 

Frequently, reports of suspected trafficking will be received via a referral from 

ChildLine.  However, not all ChildLine referrals will clearly and unambiguously indicate that a 
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minor is/has been the victim of commercial sexual exploitation.  When reviewing a ChildLine 

report, law enforcement should keep in mind the signs of exploitation discussed in further detail 

below and respond accordingly. 

In addition, police often come into contact with potential CSEC victims in other 

circumstancesði.e. while on patrol, during a routine traffic stop, while executing a warrant on an 

unrelated matter, responding to an unrelated call in an area known for prostitution, planned 

operations at a motel/hotel or in recovering a minor who has run away from home or placement. 

Police may also identify a suspected trafficking victim when entering a home for a welfare 

check. In cases of intrafamilial trafficking, it is possible that a victim is primarily trafficked 

within the home throughout the course of their exploitation.  When interacting with minors 

present during any call for service, law enforcement should always be aware of commons signs 

of exploitation, make inquiry where appropriate, and respond accordingly. 

i. Signs of Exploitation 

Generally speaking, sex trafficking of a minor occurs when someone causes a minor to 

commit a commercial sexual act, defined as prostitution, pornography and/or sexual performance 

in exchange for any item of value.  In the case of minors, no force, fraud, or coercion is 

needed.  Anyone under the age of eighteen and performing any sexual act in exchange for 

something of valueðwhether tangible or intangibleðis a victim of sex trafficking. Something of 

value could be a variety of things, including clothing, drugs, safety or anything of actual or 

perceived value. See 18 Pa. C.S. 3011(b).   

Perpetrators often seek to exert power and control over their victims through 

manipulation, coercion/threats, economic means, isolation, and other strategies.  This leads many 

minor victims of human trafficking to deny, minimize, or fail to recognize their exploitation, 

making it impossible to rely solely on self-identification.   

There are many warnings signs law enforcement should look for when interacting with 

minors during the course of their duties. 

Ǐ Has the minor run away from home or placement?  

Ǐ Are they accompanied by a significantly older individual? 

Ǐ Is the minor in school? 

Ǐ Has the person lied about their age? 

Ǐ Are there circumstances that lead you to suspect the minor is being controlled by 

another person? 

Ǐ Does the minor exhibit unusually fearful, anxious, depressed, submissive, nervous or 

paranoid behavior? 

Ǐ Is the minor in control of their own money and/or identification documents?  If not, is 

this appropriate given the age and circumstances of the minor?   

Ǐ Is the minor not allowed to speak for themselves? 

Ǐ Has the minor been ñbranded?ò (i.e. tattoos of names or symbols) 

Ǐ Do they know what city they are in and/or what day/week it is? 
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Ǐ Do they claim to be ñvisitingò and are unable to clarify where they are staying or 

provide an address? 

Ǐ Are they carrying large amounts of cash or multiple luxury items? 

Ǐ Are they showing signs of neglect, physical/sexual abuse, physical restraint or 

confinement? 

Ǐ Are they showing signs of substance abuse or addiction? 

ii.  Law Enforcement Red Flags Card 

To better assist law enforcement in identifying and responding to the suspected 

trafficking of minors, officers are encouraged to adopt and use the ñThe Red Flags for Human 

Sex Trafficking Cardò (See Appendix B). Law enforcement should contact an appropriate 

agency to set up a training on identifying victims of human trafficking prior to utilizing the Red 

Flags Card. Examples of agencies in your county that might provide training in human 

trafficking include the County HT Task Force (if available), the CAC (if available), the county 

sexual assault agency, the county domestic violence agency, a local anti-trafficking organization, 

or any other similar agency that works with minor victims of trafficking. Law Enforcement may 

also contact state and national entities such as the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape (PCAR), 

the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence (PCADV), Child Advocacy Centers of 

PA, , the Villanova Law Institute to Address Commercial Sexual Exploitation (CSE), the 

National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), the National Human Trafficking 

Hotline, and/or several other expert state and national agencies for suggestions on referrals for 

appropriate HT training. 

iii.  Runaways 

Data reveals that traffickers frequently target youth who routinely are missing or run 

away. In 2020, 26,500 ñendangered runawaysò were reported to the National Center for Missing 

& Exploited Children, and it is estimated that one in six of these children were victims of sex 

trafficking.5 When responding to a report of a runaway youth who is suspected to be a victim of 

trafficking, law enforcement should:  

Ǐ File a ChildLine report, if not already filed; 

Ǐ Try contacting the runaway minor through various meansði.e. phone, social media, 

friends and/or associates; 

Ǐ Enter the minor into the National Crime Information Center (NCIC); 

Ǐ Conduct an investigation to ascertain the minorôs whereabouts; 

Ǐ Notify the school district where the minor is enrolled; 

                                                           
5 National Center for Missing & Exploited Children. ñChild Sex Trafficking.ò National Center for Missing & 

Exploited Children, 2021. https://www.missingkids.org/theissues/trafficking.  
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Ǐ Notify the Department of Health; 

Ǐ Contact the County Major Crimes Unit, if investigation reveals any of the previously 

mentioned red flags. 

B. Initial Response 

Upon receiving a report of suspected trafficking of a minor or identifying a suspected 

minor trafficking victim in another manner, the responding law enforcement officer should 

immediately:  

Ǐ Assess and respond to any immediate safety needs; 

Ǐ Assess and respond to any need for urgent medical treatment;  

Ǐ File a ChildLine report, if not already filed; 

Ǐ Contact the Coordinating Agency to initiate the STRT response.  

 

These policies do not mean to suggest that investigations should be paused pending the 

initial STRT meeting. Law enforcement will decide on a case by case basis the investigative 

steps which should be taken before the STRT meeting convenes.  

i. Engaging a Victim Advocate 

Victim advocates should be engaged by law enforcement as soon as possible after 

identifying a suspected victim of sex trafficking. Due to the childôs prior history and perspective 

on the role of law enforcement, an advocate may be able build trust and rapport with victims of 

trafficking in way that law enforcement cannot. Law enforcement should contact a victim 

advocate at a victim service agency in the county who is knowledgeable about commercial 

sexual exploitation of children. Based on the county, this may include: the CAC, county rape 

crisis center, county domestic violence agency, local anti-trafficking organization, agencies 

serving immigrant populations, agencies working with LGBTQIA+ clients and/or any other 

victim service agency in the county. 

ii.  Interacting with CSEC Victims 

The first point of contact in a case of human trafficking is critical, not just to the 

investigation, but to the well-being and ultimate recovery of the minor victim. A first responding 

officerôs interaction with a minor victim may have a vital impact on the future psychological 

well-being of the victim as well as the level of cooperation and assistance offered by the victim 

during the investigation. Children who are victims of commercial sexual exploitation are 

particularly unique. Minor victims have experienced complex trauma and may be triggered by 

interactions with authorities like law enforcement. When coming into contact with trafficking 

victims, law enforcement should be fully integrating their knowledge and understanding about 

trauma and the impact that trauma has on the way a victim may respond to a perceived authority 

figure.  
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1. Engagement strategies 

Engaging a trafficking victim starts with meeting their basic needs, including food, 

housing and clothing (See Appendix C, Sections 1.1, 1.5 and 1.9). It is understood that 

trafficking victims have experienced complex trauma, and therefore their basic needs have often 

gone unmet. When coming into contact with a system, showing the victim that their basic needs 

are a priority is critical in building rapport and trust. When engaging with a suspected trafficking 

victim, individuals should act in a way that is forthcoming and as transparent as possible in order 

to help foster a relationship of trust 

 

When speaking with victims of trafficking, utilizing open-ended questions allows for the 

victim to answer questions in their own words and provides a responder with more accurate 

details. It is best practice to ask a question such as, ñTell me about yourselfò instead of ñWhat is 

your name?ò OR ñHow can I help you the most right now?ò instead of ñWhere do you live, who 

do you live with, why are you here, etc.?ò  A responder needs to carefully consider their actions 

when engaging with a victim of trafficking.  

2. De-escalation techniques 

 It is essential that law enforcement utilize the trauma-informed lens when encountering a 

victim who may be considered ñcombativeò and/or ñexcitable.ò It should be recognized that this 

type of response is a common expression of trauma. If a suspected victim of trafficking is 

presenting in this manner, an officer should avoid escalation responses (e.g. engaging in power 

struggles, discrediting the individual, or raising the level of oneôs voice, etc.) and employ several 

de-escalation techniques.  

Active listening should be employed, and officers should speak softly and slowly. It may 

be beneficial for officers in certain situations to meet the individual on their level, such as sitting 

down with the person rather than standing in a position that could be perceived as threatening.  If 

a victim is extremely agitated, or if they are no longer speaking, it may be helpful to switch to a 

neutral topic to try to engage the victim into communicating again.  

iii.  Forensic Medical Examination  

If the last known incident of sexual intercourse occurred within 120 hours, the victim 

should be transported for a forensic medical examination. If more than 120 hours has passed, a 

forensic examination of the individual for trace or DNA evidence may not be productive; 

however, evidence of injuries, such as bruising, may be identified and documented for a 

significantly longer period of time.  Additionally, the victim may still benefit from a specialized 

trauma-informed examination and treatment for sexually transmitted infection (STI), pregnancy, 

neglect, or physical abuse. See Section V, Medical Services and Appendix C, Section 2.3.   

An individualôs cooperation with law enforcement is not a pre-requisite to forensic or 

other medical evaluations and treatment.  Law enforcement should strongly encourage the victim 

to undergo a medical examination for the victimôs welfare and independent of any criminal 

investigation that may or may not be underway. Law enforcement should ensure that a victim 

advocate is engaged as soon as possible after there is a suspicion of trafficking, and law 

enforcement will continue to collaborate with the advocate throughout the process of a forensic 

medical examination. A victim advocateôs role is to provide the suspected victim with 
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information regarding the different options available to them, as well as ensure their informed 

consent. 

iv. Detention/Return Home/Shelter-care 

1. General Considerations 

There may be circumstances that warrant detention of a minor suspected of being a 

victim of human traffickingðwhether temporarily until the Office of Children and Youth can 

respond or related to a delinquency petition.  Discretion should be used when deciding whether 

appropriate to detain a minor suspected of being a trafficking victim.  Importantly, this decision 

should be made in consultation with the County Office of Children and Youth and, where 

appropriate, the County Juvenile Probation Department.  The following factors should be 

considered: 

Ǐ Whether there are reasonable grounds to believe the child is suffering from illness or 

injury or is in imminent danger from his surroundings, See Section 2, Protective 

Custody;  

Ǐ Whether the child has committed a crime other than Obstruction of Highways, 18 Pa. 

C.S. § 5507, and/or Prostitution & Related Offenses, 18 Pa. C.S. § 5902, See Section 

3, Criminal Conduct and Section 4, Safe Harbor Act;  

Ǐ Whether the child needs specialized services for sexually exploited children, See 

Section 4, Safe Harbor Act;  

Ǐ Whether there are any active warrants for the child for either delinquent acts or 

probation violations;  

Ǐ Whether the child is the subject of a missing child report. 

2. Protective Custody 42 Pa. C.S. § 6324(3) 

Sometimes it may be necessary to take custody of a child where law enforcement has 

determined there is an immediate safety concern as authorized by 42 Pa. C.S.§ 6324(3).  That 

being said, it is strongly advised that the law enforcement officer make this decision in 

consultation with the County Office of Children & Youth. 

In making this determination, the law enforcement officer should evaluate the risk that, 

without protective custody, the child will be subjected to further abuse or to threats and 

intimidation. The officer should consider whether the child needs immediate medical attention.  

Both the law enforcement officer and Children & Youth caseworker must be prepared to 

articulate the reasons why there was an immediate need to take custody of the child. 

If, after consultation with the Children & Youth caseworker, the law enforcement officer 

has ñreasonable grounds to believe the child is suffering from illness or injury or is in imminent 

danger from his surroundings that his removal is necessary,ò6 the law enforcement officer must 

take protective custody of the child.  The removal of a child under these circumstances must be 

                                                           
6 42 Pa. C.S. § 6324(3) 
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coordinated with the Children & Youth caseworker to ensure that the childôs placement in a safe 

environment occurs in a timely fashion. 

3. Criminal Conduct & Probation Violations  

Detention may also be appropriate where there are facts and circumstances to conclude 

that the minor, who is 10 years of age or older, has committed a crime.  Careful consideration 

should be given to whether the crimes were committed as a direct result of the minorôs 

exploitation or victimization and whether the minor is entitled to immunity or deferred 

prosecution.  See Section 4, Safe Harbor Act.  If the minor has committed a crime for which they 

do not have immunity, law enforcement should consult with the District Attorneyôs Office and 

Juvenile Probation Department to determine whether detention is warranted. 

Where a minor has an active warrant for a violation of probation, law enforcement should 

contact the probation office for guidance. 

4. Safe Harbor Act 18 Pa. C.S. 3065 

In December of 2018, legislation to protect minor victims of human trafficking and 

sexual exploitation went into effect.  Traffickers commonly use violence, threats, drugs, and 

psychological coercion to exert power and control over victims of human trafficking.  

Frequently, perpetrators use these means to cause children to commit crimes such as prostitution 

and drug offenses, among other crimes.  The Safe Harbor Act prohibits or delays prosecution of 

minor victims of human trafficking for specific crimes they committed as a result of their 

exploitation.   

Pursuant to 18 Pa. C.S. 3605, where law enforcement officer believes that a minor is a 

ñsexually exploited child,ò the law grants immunity for the following crimes:  

Ǐ § 5507 Obstruction of Highways and Other Public Passages; 

Ǐ § 5902(a) Prostitution & Related Offenses. 

18 Pa. C. S. 3605(a) 

A ñsexually exploited childò is any individual under 18 years of age who:  

Ǐ Is a victim of ñsexual servitude;ò or  

Ǐ Is a victim of an offense under 18 U.S.C. 1591. 

18 Pa. C.S. 3001 

 ñSexual servitudeò is defined as the performance of any sex act or performance involving 

a sex act for which anything of value is directly or indirectly given, promised to, or received by 

an individual or which is performed by or provided by an individual who is induced or obtained 

from (a) a minor or (b) any other individual by any of the means set forth in 3012(b). 18 Pa. C.S. 

3001. 

The Safe Harbor Act does not prevent the prosecution for any crime other than 18 Pa. 

C.S. § 5507 and/or § 5902.  However, if a sexually exploited child has committed any of the 

following offenses as a direct result of their exploitation or trafficking victimization, they must 
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be referred to the County Office of Children & Youth first for dependency in lieu of delinquency 

proceedings:  

Ǐ § 3503 Criminal Trespass 

Ǐ § 4914 False Identification to Law Enforcement 

Ǐ § 5503 Disorderly Conduct 

Ǐ § 5506 Loitering & Prowling 

Ǐ § 113(13)(a)(16) & (31) Possession  

Delinquency proceedings may still be commenced if treatment and social services are 

unsuccessful and the Office of Children & Youth feel such action is necessary and warranted. 

Lastly, the Safe Harbor Act limits detainment of a minor believed to be a sexually 

exploited child for no longer than necessary and only to secure specialized services for the child 

or refer the child to the Office of Children & Youth for dependency proceedings as outlined 

above. 

v. Initiation of Multidisciplinary Sex Trafficking Response Team 

(STRT)  

A collaborative, multidisciplinary team response is essential for supporting minor victims 

of trafficking and ensuring their safety, minimizing re-traumatization, and successful 

investigation and prosecution of perpetrators.  This multidisciplinary response should be initiated 

at the earliest possible moment.  The STRT should be comprised of a consistent, identified set of 

specially trained professionals.  

As soon as law enforcement has assessed and responded to any immediate safety or 

medical needs and filed a ChildLine report as required, law enforcement will contact the 

Coordinating Agency, using the information provided below, which will begin initiating the 

STRT response.  

These policies do not mean to suggest that investigations should be paused pending the 

multidisciplinary team meeting. Law enforcement will decide on a case by case basis the 

investigative steps which should be taken before the STRT conference convenes. 

Coordinating Agency Phone During Business Hours 

1 (xxx) xxx-xxxx 

After Business Hours 

In case of the need for an after-hours emergency STRT response, a way to reach the 

Coordinating Agency is necessary. Either the agency can designate a specific after-hours 

phone number, or the call can be routed through an already designated county system 

such as a county óradio room.ô 
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C. Criminal Investigation  

i. Unique aspects of/issues in human trafficking investigations of minors 

There is no such thing as a child prostitute.  If an individual gives or receives anything of 

value as a result of a sexual act performed by a minor, that person is guilty of sex trafficking.   

Human trafficking does not require an exchange of money for a sexual act, nor does it 

require the perpetrator to have received any money.  The statute only requires an exchange or 

promise of anything of actual or perceived value. This could include safety, clothing, food, drugs 

or anything an individual might regard as valuable. Unlike with adult victims, human trafficking 

of minors does not require: 

Ǐ evidence of force, fraud or coercion; 

Ǐ the exploited minor to self-identify as a victim; 

Ǐ evidence that the minor is being held against their will; 

Ǐ evidence that the minor has been removed from their country of origin or moved 

across state lines. 

ii.  Recanting & reluctant victims 

Victims experience a range of emotions in connection to their traffickersðfrom fear, to 

love and loyalty.  Some minor victims are unable or unwilling to recognize what happened to 

them as abuse.  As a result, they often minimize, deny, or recant their statements. 

When encountering a reluctant or recanting victim, law enforcement should remember to:  

Ǐ Approach the situation in a trauma-centered fashion, 

Ǐ Understand and acknowledge the factors outlined above, 

Ǐ Document any inconsistencies with the understanding that a recantation of one or 

more aspects of a prior statement does not mean there has been a completely false 

report. 

III.  Prosecution Response 

A. Early Assignment & Vertical Prosecution 

As discussed above, because of the unique and complex nature of human trafficking 

cases, the best outcomes are achieved when handled by a consistent team of specially trained 

professionals.  To this end, a prosecutor should be assigned to work together with the 

investigator and the rest of the multi-disciplinary team anytime a suspected case of human 

trafficking is identified.  Prosecutors and investigators should work closely throughout the 

criminal investigation.  Where criminal charges are filed, the assigned prosecutor should 

continue to handle the case through its final disposition.   
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This model provides stability and comfort to victims who are often understandably 

distrustful and reluctant to move forward with a criminal investigation and/or prosecution.  

Providing stability builds victim confidence and trust, and in turn, enhances willingness to 

cooperate with prosecution.  In addition, having the same prosecutor handle a case from 

investigation through final disposition minimizes the delay and disruption which might 

accompany transferring a case to a new prosecutor who must familiarize themselves with the 

case and begin the rapport building process with the victim. 

B. Working with Sex Trafficking Victims After Initiation of Criminal Charges  

Children who are victims of commercial sexual exploitation have experienced complex 

trauma.  Just like a first responding officer, prosecutors must recognize how their interaction 

with a minor victim is likely to have a significant impact on the victimôs future well-being as 

well as their continued cooperation through final disposition of any criminal case.  Prosecutors 

should at all times be engaging and trauma-informed; however, it is equally important for 

prosecutors to maintain professionalism, objectivity, and make clear their unique role in the 

criminal justice system. 

 

When appropriate, the prosecutor, an investigator and/or a victim advocate, should meet 

with the minor victim to introduce themselves, explain their role, and provide an overview of the 

criminal justice process.  The team should also use this as an opportunity to build rapport with 

the victim.  Such a meeting will assist in establishing a relationship of trust that is important to 

ensuring the victim is supported and heard throughout the case.   

 

Although the prosecutor ultimately maintains sole discretion with regard to how a case 

proceeds from investigation through prosecution, input from the victim is an important aspect of 

the decision-making process. Victims should feel comfortable that prosecutors will effectively 

explain each stage of the criminal justice process and adequately prepare them for any 

proceeding where their appearance may be necessary. 

C. Relevant Criminal Statutes 

The prosecutor plays a critical role in the outcome of human trafficking cases. Perhaps 

the most critical aspect of this role is the decision to prosecute or not prosecute after evaluating 

the evidence collected during investigation with any eye toward the ultimate burden of proof: 

beyond a reasonable doubt. 

The following is a list of the criminal statutes specific to trafficking of minors.  Other, 

non-trafficking offenses may also be appropriate depending on the facts and circumstances 

revealed by investigation.  The law enforcement officer assigned to investigate a report of 

suspected human trafficking will consult with the Countyôs Office of the District Attorney 

throughout the investigation.  In addition, prior to the execution of any search or arrest warrant, 

the officer will need to obtain approval from the District Attorneyôs Office as required by local 

Rules of Criminal Procedure. 

1. Safe Harbor Act 18 Pa. C.S. 3065 

 Traffickers often use violence, threats, drugs, and psychological coercion to exert power 

and control over victims. Exploiters use these means to cause minors to commit crimes. The Safe 
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Harbor Act therefore prohibits or delays prosecution of minor victims of human trafficking for 

the specific crimes they committed as a result of their exploitation, See II(B)(iv)(4), ñSafe Harbor 

Act.ò 

2. Definitions, 18 Pa. C.S. 3001 

ñVictim of human traffickingò or ñvictim:ò an individual who has been subjected to 

human trafficking.  

ñHuman trafficking:ò any activity in violation of section 3011 (relating to trafficking in 

individuals) either alone or in conjunction with an activity in violation of section 3012 

(relating to involuntary servitude). 

ñInvoluntary servitude:ò labor servitude or sexual servitude. 

ñSexual servitude:ò Any sex act or performance involving a sex act for which anything 

of value is directly or indirectly given, promised to or received by any individual or 

which is performed or provided by any individual and is induced or obtained from: 

(1) A minor, 

(2) Any other individual by any of the means set forth in section 3012(b). 

ñSex act:ò any touching or exposure of the sexual or other intimate parts of any 

individual for the purpose of gratifying sexual desire of any individual.  

3. Trafficking in Minors, 18 Pa. C.S. 3011(b) 

The offense of Trafficking in Minors is graded as a Felony of the 1st Degree and requires 

the following elements be proven beyond a reasonable doubt:  

Ǐ The perpetrator recruited, enticed, solicited, harbored, transported, provided, 

obtained, or maintained the victim; 

Ǐ The perpetrator knew or recklessly disregarded that the victim would be subjected to 

involuntary servitude, See above Section 1, Definitions; OR the perpetrator 

knowingly received anything of value from any act that the defendant knew 

facilitated the above; 

Ǐ The victim was under the age of 18 at the time. 

It not a defense that the perpetrator either did not know the victimôs age or even that the 

perpetrator made a reasonable mistake about the age of the victim. 

4. Promoting Prostitution of a Minor, 18 Pa. C.S. 5902(b.1) 

The offense of Promoting Prostitution of a Minor is graded as a Felony of the 3rd Degree 

and requires the following elements be proven beyond a reasonable doubt: 

Ǐ The perpetrator promoted prostitution of another person in the following way(s):  

(1) by owning, controlling, managing, supervising, or otherwise keeping, 

alone or in association with others, a house of prostitution or a prostitution 

business in which a victim is a minor; 
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(2) by procuring an inmate who is a minor for a house of prostitution or a 

place in a house of prostitution where a minor would be an inmate; 

(3) by encouraging, inducing or otherwise intentionally causing a minor to 

become or remain a prostitute;  

(4) by soliciting a minor to patronize a prostitute;  

(5) by procuring a prostitute who is a minor for a patron; 

(6) by transporting a minor into or within this Commonwealth with intent to 

promote the engaging in prostitution by that minor or procuring or paying 

for transportation with that intent;  

(7) by leasing or otherwise permitting a place controlled by the actor, alone or 

in association with others, to be regularly used for prostitution of a minor 

or the promotion of prostitution of a minor, or failure to make a reasonable 

effort to abate such use by ejecting the tenant, notifying law enforcement 

authorities, or other legally available means; OR 

(8) by soliciting, receiving or agreeing to receive any benefit for doing or 

agreeing to do anything specified above. 

Ǐ The perpetrator did so knowingly, that is, the perpetrator was aware the individual 

with whom he or she was engaged in the conduct charged was an individual under the 

age of 18 years old. 

IV.  County Office of Children & Youth Response 

 The following section contains information which is specific to the County Office of 

Children & Youthôs (OCY) response to cases of minors suspected to be involved in sex 

trafficking. These cases are unique and often complex in nature. Therefore, a specialized 

response is required. The information below is to be used as a general guideline, with each 

response being tailored to address each minorôs unique needs. County Office of Children & 

Youth staff should always consult a supervisor when responding to these cases.  

A. Identification of Victims  

 The Intake Division at the County Office of Children & Youth can receive a new referral 

with allegations of trafficking of a child from: ChildLine; a non-mandated referral source; and/or 

a child is identified on a case referral with observed trafficking red flags. If the report is not 

numbered for trafficking and/or is given a General Protective Services (GPS) assignment, 

consult with supervisor to get it re-evaluated to a Child Protective Service (CPS) report through 

ChildLine or make a new report if you have a new suspicion of trafficking while working 

another allegation. All caseworkers should refer back to Section II(A)(i), ñSigns of Exploitationò 

and Appendix B for a comprehensive list of red flags that can be used assist with identifying 

child sex trafficking victims. 

 

 The Ongoing Division at the County Office of Children and Youth can receive a referral 

with allegations of trafficking of a child from: ChildLine (GPS); non-mandated referral sources; 

and/or a child is identified on a case referral with observed trafficking red flags, See II(A)(i), 

ñSigns of Exploitationò and Appendix B. If an on-going caseworker suspects human trafficking, 
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a new ChildLine referral should be made by that caseworker to allow the Intake Division to 

investigate. 

 

 The OCY caseworker will complete the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children 

(CSEC) Screening Tool. The OCY caseworker is required to complete the CSEC Screening Tool 

for every open case. If a risk of trafficking is indicated upon completion of the CSEC Screening 

Tool, a Complete CSEC Assessment must be completed by an agency designated by the STRT 

(See section IV B(i), below.) If the Assessment also indicates suspected trafficking then the 

Coordinating Agency will be contacted by OCY. An initial STRT meeting will then be 

scheduled by the Coordinating Agency and held within 48 hours of notification from the 

assigned OCY caseworker as per Section V, below.  

B. Safety Plan 

 The assigned OCY caseworker will assess and respond to the safety needs of trafficking 

victims.  If applicable, the assigned OCY caseworker will establish and implement an initial 

safety plan in an attempt to assure the safety of a child with non-offending caregivers (relative or 

non-relative criminal and child abuse checks are conducted by the caseworker). The OCY 

caseworker will thoroughly explain the established safety plan signed by OCY, the 

parent(s)/guardian(s), and all related parties. The OCY caseworker and supervisor will monitor 

compliance of the established safety plan. The trafficking victim can either return home with a 

safety plan established, reside outside of the home with an appropriate identified caregiver, or 

reside in shelter care as determined. If applicable, the OCY caseworker will consult the OCY 

solicitor and complete a Dependency Petition if placement occurs.  

 

If appropriate, due to disclosed information or allegations, the OCY caseworker should 

work collaboratively with an advocate from a CAC (if applicable) or local victim services 

agency (oftentimes a victim advocate employed by the coordinating agency) to schedule a 

medical examination. Furthermore, the exam should be scheduled with a medical provider 

skilled in providing medical care for sexually abused children. The responsibility to safety plan 

will be upheld by all providers who come in contact with sex trafficking victims. Service 

providers should work with victims to plan for safety in the following areas: physical, emotional 

and technological, See Appendix C, Section 1.2.    

C.  Initiation of Sex Trafficking Response Team (STRT) 

 The assigned caseworker notifies and discusses the referral with the assigned law 

enforcement officer with jurisdiction, and then contacts the Coordinating Agency. The 

Coordinating Agency will schedule the first STRT meeting within 72 hours of the initial report 

based on all partiesô availability. This first STRT meeting can occur by phone if required and/or 

attendees cannot be present in-person for the meeting.  The County OCY caseworker will contact 

the Coordinating Agency to provide requested case information.  

D. Engaging & Interacting with CSEC Victims 

 The OCY caseworker will use a collaborative approach by communicating with all 

agency participants. The OCY caseworker, along with the designated team, will utilize trauma-
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informed and person-centered engagement strategies with the CSEC victim. The OCY 

caseworker will assess and assure safety measures are in place on an ongoing basis.  If the child 

is not ready for a forensic interview (See Section V(B)(iii)), the case referral will be unfounded 

and new information will be received at a later date This information will generate a new 

ChildLine referral.  

E. Child Abuse Investigation 

 The OCY caseworker will complete collateral contacts with the CAC Advocate (if 

applicable) and/or the advocate from a local victim services agency in order to follow-up on any 

services referred to or provided, as well as if any assistance is needed with the family. The OCY 

caseworker will coordinate and complete collateral contacts with law enforcement on the status 

of a criminal investigation. The OCY caseworker will also gather and receive medical and/or law 

enforcement agency reports. The OCY caseworker will assess and refer minor trafficking victims 

and/or family for community-based services.  

 

The County OCY caseworker will attend a forensic interview preparation meeting with 

the STRT prior to the forensic interview taking place. The OCY caseworker will provide a 

detailed OCY history, as well as any additional gathered information. The OCY caseworker will 

assess the childôs safety and establish a safety plan as needed at the time of the interview and 

closing of the case. A team-based determination will occur at the first STRT meeting.  

 

 If the child does not disclose exploitation during the forensic interview (See Section 

V(B)(iii)), the case will be unfounded and a new referral will be generated to ChildLine if there 

is new information to report.  The OCY caseworker will meet with the parent/guardian, CAC 

and/or other victim services advocate(s), and the Juvenile Detective/law enforcement official to 

discuss concerns, child/family needs, etc. The OCY caseworker will discuss the safety plan and 

measures during the meeting if applicable.  The OCY caseworker will have the 

parents/caregivers sign any OCY case documentation as needed.  

 

 Four weeks after the first STRT team meeting, a formal case review will be scheduled 

and held. This case review will involve all STRT members who attended the first meeting, 

including the assigned OCY caseworker and appropriate supervisor. The OCY caseworker will 

schedule and participate in an OCY Administrative Review with the Deputy Intake 

Administrator and OCY solicitor in order to make an Indicated/Founded/Unfounded 

Determination. If a case is unfounded, a new referral will be generated to ChildLine based on 

any newly discovered information by law enforcement and/or any other party. The case referral 

will close or open for ongoing services with OCY.   

V. Coordinating Agency Response 

  In order for the specialized STRT to be effective, every county must decide upon an 

agency to act as the Coordinating Agency. This decision should be made based upon an agencyôs 

expertise in the area of trafficking, available resources, and history of effective multidisciplinary 

collaboration. A CAC, given its expertise in multidisciplinary collaboration and child abuse, may 
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be a viable option to serve as a Coordinating Agency should they have adequate resources. If the 

county does not have a CAC, or should the CAC be unable act in this role, examples of possible 

Coordinating Agencies include: the county sexual assault agency, the county domestic violence 

agency, an anti-trafficking organization, or other county victim services agency.  

A. CAC as the Coordinating Agency 

 It is important to note that if a CAC is taking on the role of Coordinating Agency, the 

routine CAC response that is utilized for child abuse cases should not be utilized for trafficking 

cases. Unlike other child sex abuse cases, in a trafficking case, STRT members should go beyond 

collecting minimal facts. STRT members should also seek to build rapport with the minor victim 

prior to the forensic interview in cases of suspected trafficking. It may be necessary to engage in 

several discussions with the victim in order to foster a relationship of trust before the forensic 

interview is done. All team members are expected to respond to these cases in order to provide 

holistic care. The process in place for a forensic interview is also different in a trafficking case in 

comparison to child sex abuse cases, See Section V(B)(iii). 

B. Initiating the Response  

The Coordinating Agency will receive a notification from law enforcement, the County 

District Attorneyôs Office, or the County Office of Children and Youth of an allegation of human 

trafficking involving a minor. Upon receipt of this referral, within 4 hours the Coordinating 

Agency will identify and notify the following STRT members: 

Ǐ Local law enforcement representative; 

Ǐ County Detective Bureau designated representative; 

Ǐ County District Attorney designated representative; 

Ǐ PA State Police representative; 

Ǐ Office of Children and Youth designated representative; 

Ǐ CAC Forensic Interviewer (See Section V(B)(iii), ñThe Forensic Interviewò) 

Ǐ Victim Advocate from the CAC and/or a local victim services agency not 

affiliated with the criminal justice system. 

If applicable, the Coordinating Agency will also identify the following MDT 

 members: 

Ǐ Federal law enforcement representative, usually HSI or FBI; 

Ǐ County Juvenile Probation,  

Ǐ Any other appropriate MDT members as requested by LE, OCY, DA or advocate, 

which can include but is not limited to: the local domestic violence shelter 

agency, local victim services center, local anti-trafficking organization, culturally-

specific organizations, LGBTQIA+ organizations, drug and alcohol treatment 

agencies, medical partners and mental health partners. 

The Coordinating Agency will schedule the first STRT team meeting to take place ideally 

within 48 hours, but not more than 72 hours, after the case is called in. This initial convening of 
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the STRT will be either an in-person or phone conference meeting of all required representatives 

(above). 

i. Conducting the CSEC Assessment 

In cases where the County Children and Youth Agency has screened a child for HT using 

the CSEC Screening Tool, and determined a need for a complete Commercial Sexual 

Exploitation of Children (CSEC) Assessment as mandated by the Pennsylvania Department of 

Human Services, the STRT must designate an individual or agency to conduct the mandated 

CSEC Assessment. The designated assessor(s) may be trained staff from a County Children and 

Youth Agency, a contracted provider agency, or a Child Advocacy Center. The professional 

conducting the CSEC Assessment should be knowledgeable and experienced in working with 

trauma victims. The assessor should also understand the complexities of human trafficking and 

recognize the childôs unique needs and strengths.  

The Coordinating Agency will schedule the initial in-person meeting with the suspected 

minor victim and a designated person performing the CSEC Assessment within 48 hours after 

the case is called in. The designated individual will meet with the victim once or several times, 

depending upon the professionalôs judgement, to complete a detailed CSEC Assessment. 

Multiple meetings with the minor should be conducted in a safe and non-threatening 

environment in order to build rapport and gather information.  

ii.  Convening the STRT  

During the first STRT meeting, the STRT will review the allegations, agree upon a plan 

for services, investigation and welfare, to include, but not be limited to, the following: 

Ǐ Placement/shelter (See Appendix C, Section 1.5); 

Ǐ Interpersonal mentoring and support (See Appendix C, Section 2.6); 

Ǐ Mental health treatment (See Appendix C, Section 2.1); 

Ǐ Threats/danger of the alleged perpetrator or other individuals (see Appendix C 

Section 1.2); 

Ǐ Medical evaluation and health care (See Appendix C, Section 2.3); 

Ǐ Forensic interview timing (See Section V(B)(iii) below). 

 During the course of the first STRT meeting, the group may want to ask the following 

questions: 

Ǐ Who is the child most comfortable speaking with on the team? 

Ǐ Is the child ready for an interview; if not, what should the team do to help? 

Ǐ What else does this child need to start moving forward?  

Ǐ Do we need to involve anyone else that is not on the team at this time? (e.g., medical 

or mental health personnel, etc.).  

Ǐ Has the child had a CSEC assessment? If not, is there a reason not to schedule one 

prior to the interview? 
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iii.  The Forensic Interview 

The forensic interview process for trafficking cases can be different than the process that 

is routinely enacted at a CAC for child sexual abuse cases. In trafficking cases, a forensic 

interview should be utilized as a way to preserve evidence of the victimôs statement, as well as 

an investigative tool. A victim should only be interviewed after their basic needs have been met 

and some level of rapport has been established. A trafficking victim may not want to participate 

in a forensic interview, and this should in no way prevent STRT members from having 

discussions and building rapport with the victim. All efforts should be made to conduct the 

forensic interview of a minor victim at a CAC with an interviewer who has been trained 

specifically in nationally accepted models of interviewing minor victims of human trafficking 

and introducing evidence. If a community does not have a CAC, it is strongly suggested that they 

partner and develop an MOU with a CAC in a neighboring county trained in conducting forensic 

interviews of sexually trafficked and exploited children. 

A forensic interview preparation meeting is recommended for all forensic interviews 

conducted at a CAC, and should routinely include law enforcement and child protection 

investigators assigned to the case, the identified forensic interviewer, the victim advocate, and 

other STRT members may be included as recommended by the core STRT members. Sharing of 

available information about the child and the childôs level of functioning, all information 

contained in the reports made to law enforcement and/or child protective services, and any 

history that the family or the alleged offender has with either investigative organization can be 

helpful to the interviewer, particularly when a child is reluctant, young or otherwise challenged 

to communicate clearly, or has been threatened or influenced in some way.7 

Cases with allegations of trafficking require additional preparation and planning. More 

than one law enforcement agency may be involved, and both federal and local agencies may 

have jurisdiction. Exploitation and trafficking cases often do not originate with an outcry from 

the suspected victim, who may be frightened, angry, confused, or traumatized. Some children 

will have a long and complex history of maltreatment, neglect and poly-victimization. In some 

cases, there will be evidence that either indicates the possibility or provides definitive proof of a 

crime which might be used during the forensic interview. Evidence may include electronic media 

or communications, social media websites, handwritten letters, notes, or the like.8 

C. Information Sharing and Case Updates 

All STRT members will update the team as the minor victim stabilizes and will 

coordinate subsequent STRT meetings as needed. Information will be shared among team 

members within the bounds of confidentiality, the Criminal History Record Information Act 

(CHRIA) and the CPS Law Enforcement Exception (depending on the facts of each case). 

                                                           
7 Cordisco, Linda L, and National Children's Advocacy Center. Publication. Adapted Forensic Interview Protocol 

for Children and Adolescents When Exploitation and/or Trafficking Is Suspected. Huntsville, AL: National 

Childrenôs Advocacy Center, 2019.  
8 Ibid. 
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D. Case Review 

An STRT Case Review will be conducted within 4 weeks of the initial referral to the 

Coordinating Agency. The Coordinating Agency will notify all STRT members of the scheduled 

case review, as well as any other appropriate STRT members as requested. The STRT will 

evaluate the case, reassess plans and services for the victim, and will continue future case 

planning with victim input. Only that information which is within the bounds of confidentiality 

will be shared with team members during STRT Case Reviews. 

VI.  Medical Services Response 

 Every child suspected of being a sex trafficking victim should receive a medical 

evaluation (See Appendix C, Section 2.3). Medical evaluations for minors should be performed 

preferentially by a specialized healthcare provider associated with a nationally accredited CAC9. 

If a CAC referral is not available, then the medical evaluation should be conducted by a 

specialized healthcare provider who has specific training working with sexually abused children 

and trauma-informed care. Children who have experienced acute sexual assault will be referred 

to the area Emergency Departments (ED) that provides care by a qualified child abuse physician 

or pediatric sexual assault nurse examiner (P-SANE) and/or sexual assault nurse examiner 

(SANE). Where the minor suspected of being a sex trafficking victim does not require immediate 

medical evaluation, a scheduled medical appointment will be appropriate.   

A. Immediate ED Referrals 

 The following are examples of a minor sex trafficking victim requiring immediate ED 

referral:  

Ǐ An acute assault occurred within 120 hours; 

Ǐ Concern for the need for emergency contraception; 

Ǐ The need for post-exposure prophylaxis for sexually transmitted infection 

including HIV; 

Ǐ Concern for acute trauma (post traumatic bleeding, pain, dysuria, hematuria); 

Ǐ Medical intervention is needed emergently to assure the health and safety of the 

child; 

Ǐ The child is experiencing significant behavioral or emotional problems and 

requires evaluation for possible suicidal ideation/plan. 

 

 If it is determined that a child needs immediate mental health treatment, partner STRT 

agencies will coordinate the childôs transport, if necessary, to an appropriate mental health 

facility.  If no beds are available at an appropriate mental health facility or the child cannot be 

seen immediately, the child must be brought to the local ED for immediate evaluation.  If a 

parent or guardian is not willing or in agreement with child being evaluated at either a local ED 

or mental health facility, the Office of Children and Youth caseworker and/or local police 

                                                           
9 National Children's Alliance. Publication. Standards for Accredited Members, 2017.  
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department involved in the investigation must act to ensure the childôs safety and get the child 

mental health treatment where appropriate. 

B. Non-Immediate Medical Referrals 

 Children who do not require an ED referral will be made an appointment with an 

appropriate medical practitioner (sec. A, above) at the next open appointment (See Appendix C, 

Section 2.3). The HT Caseworker or other designated team member will call the medical clinic 

to schedule an appointment. The purpose of the medical evaluation in suspected CSEC cases 

include: 

Ǐ Ensure the health, safety and well-being of the child; 

Ǐ Diagnose, document and address medical conditions resulting from abuse; 

Ǐ Differentiate medical findings resulting from abuse from those which may be 

explained by an alternative medical condition unrelated to abuse; 

Ǐ Diagnose, document and address medical conditions unrelated to abuse; 

Ǐ Assess the child for developmental, emotional, or behavioral problems requiring 

further evaluation and treatment, and make appropriate recommendations or 

referrals; 

Ǐ Reassure and educate the child and family when indicated. 

 

 All examinations will include standard medical documentation in accordance with 

hospital and physician policies.  Photographic documentation of examination findings will be 

used and will be kept according to the hospital/medical providerôs standards, in the patientôs 

medical record.  All requests for records will be obtained according to standard practices and will 

obey legal requirements.   

VII.  Juvenile Probation Response 

 Juvenile Probation may become involved in trafficking cases after the Court has 

determined the youth is delinquent, or the Court has entered a finding of fact on delinquency 

charges.  The Juvenile Court ultimately determines whether a juvenile is found to be delinquent, 

and the Court determines disposition.  

Juvenile Probation should be cognizant that some of their population have been, and will be, 

victims of human trafficking, and their needs are varied and challenging to address. All Juvenile 

Probation Officers should be trained in trauma-informed care and the dynamics of human 

trafficking. 

 Juvenile Probation is the authorizing agency for juvenile detentions in the County.   

Detention determinations are governed through the use of an assessment tool called the 

Pennsylvania Detention Risk Assessment Instrument (PaDRAI). This assessment does not 

conflict with Act 130, See Section II(B)(iv)(4).   

A. Identification of Victims  

 It is possible that a juvenile on probation supervision is discovered to be a trafficking 

victim. Juvenile Probation will utilize the screening tool recommended by the county STRT in 

order to improve the identification of victims. As mandated reporters, probation officers are 
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obliged to notify ChildLine with any suspicion of trafficking or abuse of a minor. The ChildLine 

report will trigger the STRT response, outlined above.  Regardless of how and when the case is 

identified, Juvenile Probation Officers should work collaboratively with the STRT.   

B. Interstate Compact  

 At times, wanted youth cross state lines and Interstate Compact becomes involved in their 

apprehension and return.  Rule 6-102, 6-103, and 6-103A of the Interstate Commission for 

Juveniles governs that wanted juveniles must be held in secure facilities pending return to their 

state.  A secure facility is defined by either hardware secure or staff secure.  These provisions 

apply to Runaways, Probation/Parole Absconders, Escapees or Accused Delinquents and 

Accused Status Offenders. 

VIII.  Victim  Service Agency Response 

 Victim services are agencies that have specially trained victim advocates who are experts 

in providing services to victims of crime, which includes victims of sex trafficking. These 

agencies provide victims with the necessary services to ñaddress expressed needs and concerns 

and promote feelings of healing and justice in the aftermath of a crime.ò10 Minor victims of sex 

trafficking may be identified by various agencies including: the CAC, county rape crisis center, 

county domestic violence agency, local anti-trafficking organization and/or any other victim 

service agency in the county.  

The victim advocate involved in the response to a minor victim of trafficking may 

primarily serve sexual assault, child abuse, and/or domestic violence victims and survivors. 

Depending upon each countyôs access to different advocacy services, the victim advocateôs 

primary purpose may be to provide support to victims of human trafficking. If the victim 

advocateôs primary purpose is to support victims of human trafficking, they qualify under 18 Pa. 

C.S. § 5945.3(c) as a human trafficking caseworker. 

i. Human Trafficking Caseworker 

Pursuant to 18 Pa. C.S. § 5945.3(c), a human trafficking (HT) caseworker is an individual 

who is engaged by any organization, whether financially compensated or not, whose primary 

purpose is the rendering of advice or assistance to a victim of human trafficking. A HT 

caseworker, based on the countyôs unique resources, could be an advocate at a CAC, domestic 

violence shelter, victim services center, anti-human trafficking organization, or any other victim 

service agency in the county with the necessary resources and expertise.  

A human trafficking caseworker is required by law to either hold a masterôs degree or 

equivalent in a human services profession, hold an undergraduate degree or equivalent in a 

human services profession, or be supervised by someone who holds either one of the 

aforementioned degrees or equivalents. Under Act 105, human trafficking caseworkers are also 

required to have completed at least 80 hours of training on the following topics:  

Ǐ The history of human trafficking; 

                                                           
10 The Office for Victims of Crime. Publication. Achieving Excellence: Model Standards for Serving Victims & 

Survivors of Crime. Washington, DC: The National Victim Assistance Standards Consortium, 2003.  
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Ǐ Civil law and criminal law as they relate to human trafficking; 

Ǐ Societal attitudes toward human trafficking; 

Ǐ Peer counseling techniques; 

Ǐ Housing, public assistance and other financial resources available to meet the 

needs of victims of human trafficking; 

Ǐ Referral services available to victims of human trafficking; 

Ǐ Privileged communications; or 

Ǐ Human trauma therapy counseling. 

A human trafficking caseworker may not disclose a confidential communication without 

the written consent of the suspected victim of trafficking who made the confidential 

communication. Confidential communication as defined in 18 Pa. C.S. § 5945.3(c) is all 

information, oral or written, transmitted between a victim of human trafficking and a human 

trafficking caseworker in the course of their relationship. This includes advice, reports, statistical 

data, memoranda, working papers and records, given or made during that relationship, including 

matters transmitted between the human trafficking caseworker and the victim using an 

interpreter. The HT caseworker will educate the victim about their legal rights and privilege, as 

well provide the victim with information about possible ramifications of signing a written 

consent to release information. In some cases, the age of the survivor is relevant to signing 

releases. If the minor victim is legally not of age to sign a release, a parent or guardianôs 

signature may need to be obtained.  

B. The Initial Response 

 Victim advocates and/or HT caseworkers should be aware of the common signs of 

commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC), make inquiry where appropriate, and 

respond in a trauma-informed manner to the suspected minor victim. Following a suspicion of 

CSEC, a victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should: 

Ǐ Assess any immediate safety needs and begin safety planning with the victim; 

Ǐ Assess and respond to any basic needs; 

Ǐ File a ChildLine report, if not already filed; 

Ǐ Contact the Coordinating Agency to initiate the STRT response, if not already employed 

by the Coordinating Agency. 

 

The Coordinating Agency will schedule the first STRT meeting within 48 hours of the initial 

report based on all partiesô availability. This first STRT meeting can occur by phone if required 

and/or attendees cannot be present in-person for the meeting.  The victim advocate and/or HT 

caseworker will contact the Coordinating Agency to provide requested case information (if 

applicable) and will be attend the first STRT meeting. 

C. Advocacy Services 

A victim advocate and/or HT caseworker who works alongside a suspected minor victim 

of trafficking has an important and distinct role in the multidisciplinary response. A victim 

advocate and/or HT caseworker should possess the fundamental skills of an advocate, such as 
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knowledge of victimsô rights, crisis response and intervention, safety planning, and a victim-

centered approach to service provision.11 Victim advocates who are engaged in the response to 

minor victims of trafficking should also understand the complex dynamics of sex trafficking. The 

victim advocate and/or HT caseworker will work alongside the suspected minor victim of 

trafficking in identifying their needs and accessing resources which will support them throughout 

their journey of healing.  

The victim advocate and/or human trafficking caseworker will provide the minor with 

court education, support and accompaniment as necessary. They will also coordinate, as needed, 

any medical and mental health services. Referrals should also be made, as needed, to shelter 

placements, educational and vocational programs, as well as any other service placements in 

conjunction with the OCY caseworker working with the minor victim. 

The victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should meet with the victim at a mutually 

agreed upon location that adheres to their agencyôs operating guidelines. Depending upon the 

organization, this could include, but is not limited to, the victimôs current residence, a placement, 

a library or other public space, medical and/or mental health appointments, etc. Upon receipt of 

referral, a victim advocate should meet with the suspected victim of trafficking in-person as soon 

as possible. 

All meetings following the initial STRT meeting facilitated by the Coordinating Agency 

should be attended by the victim advocate and/or HT caseworker. The STRT may schedule one 

or more follow-up meetings on an as-needed basis, and a STRT Case Review is scheduled 4-6 

weeks following the initial date of the referral to the Coordinating Agency. The victim advocate 

and/or HT caseworker will attend all STRT meetings and share information with team members 

within the bounds of confidentiality.  

i. Making Informed Referrals 

Victim advocates and/or HT caseworkers should be knowledgeable about other resources 

and programs in the community that may be beneficial to victims of trafficking. Expressed needs 

of a victim may be beyond the ability and capacity of their agency to provide, and in these 

instances, an informed referral should be made.12 Referrals should always be made with youth 

input, and minor victims should be presented with choices between services when possible. 

Referrals should only be made to those agencies that are ñécredible, trauma-informed, [and] 

respectful of confidentiality.ò13  

                                                           
11 National Sexual Violence Resource Center and Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape. Publication. Assisting 

Trafficking Victims: A Guide for Victim Advocates. Enola, PA: National Sexual Violence Resource Center,ô 

2012.  
12 The Office for Victims of Crime. Publication. Achieving Excellence: Model Standards for Serving Victims & 

Survivors of Crime. Washington, DC: The National Victim Assistance Standards Consortium, 2003. 
13 National Sexual Violence Resource Center and Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape. Publication. Assisting 

Trafficking Victims: A Guide for Victim Advocates. Enola, PA: National Sexual Violence Resource Center,ô 

2012. 
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ii.  Communicating and Building Rapport with Victims 

A victim advocate and/or HT caseworker is in a unique position, as they are not directly 

affiliated with the justice system, to build rapport and trust with the suspected minor victim. The 

victim advocate and/or HT advocate should work to make the client feel as safe and comfortable 

as possible. Victim advocates and/or HT caseworkers should not expect a victim of trafficking to 

recognize their situation as exploitative or view themselves as a victim in need of intervention. It 
is important to meet the victim where they are at and on their own terms, recognizing and 

meeting those needs that they present. When communicating with a suspected victim of 

trafficking, a victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should not comment on a victimôs 

motivation or dispute facts, as well as react in any way that may communicate disgust or disdain. 

A victim advocate and/or HT caseworker should remain nonjudgmental when listening to the 

victim and allow the victim to speak uninterrupted. 

IX.  Conclusion 

 The policies outlined above are a guide for professionals handling cases of suspected 

commercial sexual exploitation and human trafficking of children. Each case will be responded 

to differently given the facts of each case, and it is understood that the response to victims should 

be tailored to meet each minorôs unique strengths and needs. While the response may change for 

each case, it is recognized that in order to best identify and respond to commercial sexual 

exploitation of children, a multidisciplinary approach is required. 

 Human trafficking is a dynamic and unfolding field. As such, best practices continue to 

be updated regularly. It is therefore the responsibility of all STRT members to keep abreast of all 

new techniques and theories as we continue to combat this issue.  All STRT members commit to 

receiving ongoing training in the dynamics of human trafficking and commercial sexual 

exploitation, as well as the best ways to identify and respond in their specific roles to suspected 

sexually exploited youth. As new methodologies and best practices emerge, these policies and 

procedures may be modified to enhance their overall effectiveness. Furthermore, as more minor 

victims are recovered, and insight and feedback are gleaned from victims, the policies will 

continue to be modified. 
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*It is understood that each case is unique and therefore requires a unique response
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* It is understood that each case is unique and therefore requires a unique response 
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* It is understood that each case is unique and therefore requires a unique response 
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Appendix A 

The Guiding Principles to Address the Needs of Victims of Human 

Trafficking in Pennsylvania 
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Appendix B 

The Red Flags for Human Sex Trafficking Card 

(Front of Card)  

 

(Back of Card) 
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